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The report also highlights the 
use of smallpox in bioterrorism 
as a particularly worrying threat. 
Authorities around the world 
should work together to combat 
the kind of bioterrorism that 
occurred with the letters warning 
of anthrax after September 11 
2001, it says.
A flu pandemic would affect 
more than 1.5 billion people, or 25 
per cent of the world’s population. 
Even if the disease was mild in 
itself the economic and social 
disruption would be “enormous”.
The WHO report adds: “It 
would be extremely naïve and 
complacent to assume that there 
will not be another disease like 
Aids, another Ebola, or another 
Sars, sooner or later.”
To prepare for these events 
will take unprecedented global 
and political collaboration, it 
advises. “No single country, 
however capable, wealthy or 
technologically advanced, can 
alone prevent, detect and respond 
to all public health threats.” The 
organisation is calling for renewed 
international efforts to share 
information.
The WHO recommends renewed 
efforts to strengthen global 
cooperation in surveillance and 
outbreak alert and the response 
between governments, United 
Nations agencies, private sector 
industries and organisations.
It believes there is growing 
need for the open sharing of 
knowledge, technology and 
materials, including viruses and 
other laboratory samples. “The 
struggle for global public health 
security will be lost if vaccines, 
treatment regimes, and facilities 
and diagnostics are only available 
to the wealthy,” the report says.
Worries about the effects 
of international travel were 
underscored in June when a US 
national who had a contagious 
and deadly strain of tuberculosis, 
took a transatlantic trip. US 
authorities eventually tracked 
every passenger who had shared 
one of the two transatlantic flights 
taken by the TB patient. He had 
travelled via Canada to avoid US 
officials who would have sought 
to prevent his journey.
In South Africa, the courts have 
considered forcibly detaining 
people who have the same form 
of TB to prevent its spread, amid 
fears that many more than those 
officially diagnosed are suffering 
and have not informed the 
authorities.
The WHO’s protracted battle 
with Indonesia over the H5N1 
bird flu virus, the strain needed 
to develop a vaccine, underlines 
the difficulty of combating global 
health crises without international 
cooperation.
Indonesia is the country hardest 
hit by human avian influenza, 
suffering 81 of the 192 fatalities 
reported in the past four years 
with recent occurrences on the 
island of Bali, which is popular 
with tourists from around the 
world. But it is locked in conflict 
with the WHO as to who would 
benefit from the development 
of any vaccine against a deadly 
pandemic. The Indonesian 
health ministry decided to 
withhold samples of the virus in 
December over worries that any 
vaccine developed by western 
pharmaceutical companies would 
be costly for developing countries.
The WHO recently singled out 
Indonesia as the only country in 
the world not sharing samples of 
the virus. China stopped sharing 
H5N1 specimens with the WHO 
for almost a year before sending 
samples in June, while Vietnam 
said it had sent samples but had 
encountered delivery problems.
David Heymann, the WHO’s 
assistant director-general 
for communicable diseases 
is optimistic, saying a global 
system agreeable to Jakarta 
could be completed at an 
intergovernmental meeting in 
November.
The report stresses the need 
for the “protection of national and 
global public health” that must be 
transparent in government affairs 
and be seen as a cross-cutting 
issue in economic and social 
policies and systems.
It also sought greater cross-
sector collaboration within 
governments and coordination 
between sectors such as health, 
agriculture, trade and tourism. 
“The intricate relationship 
between public health security 
and these sectors must be 
fostered.”The ‘functional extinction’ of one 
of the world’s cetaceans (see 
pages R783–R784) is a sober 
reminder of the threats facing the 
many other members of this group 
of aquatic mammals. And in a 
new report published last month, 
Britain, which has some of the 
strongest legislation protecting 
these mammals in principle, in 
fact is seeing major problems for 
the animals in its waters.
The international organisation 
monitoring the global position 
of cetaceans produced its first 
national report last month on the 
state of these creatures around 
the UK, highlighting the many 
problems they face.
The Whale and Dolphin 
Conservation Society (WDCS), 
brings together for the first 
time all current threats facing 
UK cetaceans, and calls on 
the government to commit to 
improving the protection of whales 
and dolphins and highlights 
threats and possible remedies.
To accompany the report, 
the WDCS has produced a 
score sheet which grades the 
government’s action on a number 
of the most serious threats to UK 
wildlife on a scale from 1 to 10. 
Many of the conclusions rate the 
government’s action at just 1 out 
of 10.
The report, which was sent 
to all of Britain’s members of 
parliament, highlighted the scores 
given to the UK in terms of its 
action on fisheries bycatch (2/10), 
chemical pollution (4/10), noise 
pollution (1/10), boat traffic (1/10) 
and climate change (3/10). “These 
scores demonstrate how seriously 
the government is underachieving 
and shows how little is being 
done to stop harmful threats to 
whales and dolphins in UK seas,” 
says Mark Simmonds, WDCS 
international director of science.
There are the standard 
problems that cetaceans face 
in any busy shallow coastal 
Britain’s cetaceans need more 
support from the increasing 
exploitation of the marine 
environment, according to a new 
report, writes Nigel Williams.
Wind farm worries
Magazine
R781Bad vibes: There are worries that developments such as offshore wind farms may be adversely affecting whale and dolphin popula-
tions. (Photo: Matt Cardy/Getty Images.)waters; pollution, fishing — in 
which they can drown in nets as 
bycatch — and physical injury 
from increasingly fast marine craft. 
But one of the greatest 
concerns — and unknowns — is 
that of noise pollution. Not only 
generated from shipping, it 
results from construction activity 
in oil and gas fields and a newly 
expanding activity: offshore wind 
farms.
Britain’s high dependence 
on fossil fuels for its energy 
supply and a decreasing 
choice of land-based wind farm 
sites, has meant increasing 
attention turning to potential 
offshore sites. While the noise 
of construction is comparable 
and equally intrusive as for other 
offshore developments, there 
is increasing concern about the 
noise generated by completed 
wind turbines merely in operation 
and the lack of research on 
this ongoing noise pollution on 
cetaceans, and indeed on other 
marine life. “When in operation, 
windfarms produce a considerable 
amount of low frequency noise”, 
the report says. The impact of this noise is 
controversial, partly because it 
is such a new phenomenon, and 
partly because little research has 
been carried out. 
But the report highlights 
worries that what work has been 
done, particularly concerning 
noise pollution, involved 
considerable conflicts of 
interest. “Many of the supposed 
independent scientists who are 
supposed to be giving unbiased 
advice to the government to deal 
with the issue have received 
substantial funding, either directly 
or for their organisations, from 
the major producers of noise 
pollution,” says Chris Parsons 
of George Mason University, 
Virginia, the lead author on the 
report.
“Cetaceans in UK and 
adjacent waters are being 
adversely affected by various 
human- generated activities. The 
precise significance of virtually 
all of these is poorly known and 
this situation is made even worse 
because we also know little of the 
distributions and habitat needs of 
these animals.”In short, we may well be in 
danger in the seas of repeating 
the mistakes made earlier on 
land for many terrestrial species: 
driving them from their natural 
habitats, reducing ranges and 
depleting or even extinguishing 
populations. For marine animals 
the old adage of ‘out of sight 
and out of mind’ still applies all 
too often and it is likely that the 
cumulative impact of human 
pressures is compromising the 
very survival of cetaceans around 
the UK,” the report says.
“There’s an urgent need for a 
truly independent funding and 
oversight agency for cetacean 
conservation… Ideally a UK 
equivalent of America’s extremely 
successful Marine Mammal 
Commission,” says Parsons.
The UK government is coming 
under increasing pressure to 
implement its promised but 
delayed pioneering Marine Bill 
to regulate the growing and 
conflicting interests in its offshore 
waters. For many conservationists 
that cannot come soon enough 
but there is likely to be many a 
battle yet.
